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Abstract 
Meaning making has been referred to as a coping skill for overcoming stressful experiences. Researchers have found 
rumination influences meaning making, but the detailed mechanism have not been clarified. The present study examined the 
factors that influence rumination and meaning making using six hypothetical scenarios of various stressful events with 
specific contexts. Participants (n=780) completed a questionnaire with one of six hypothetical scenarios. As a result, 
rumination frequency was high so that evaluation of event threat was high, self-rumination was high, and executive function 
was low. Also, evaluation of event threat inhibited making meaning, but by mediating rumination, meaning making was 
promoted.  
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1. Introduction 
In resent research, “meaning making” has been referred to as a coping skill for overcoming stressful 
experiences. According to the meaning making model (Park & Folkman, 1997; Park, 2010), trauma creates 
significant distress by threatening people’s “global meaning―namely, their deeply held beliefs and goals in life 
such as predictability, controllability, and the benevolence of others and the world (Janoff-Bulman, 1989). To 
recover from such trauma, people must intrapsychically reconcile their preexisting fundamental worldviews and 
goal hierarchies with their experience of something extraordinary and horrific (Park, Riley, & Snyder, 2012).  
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Researchers have found that meaning making may people who have experienced stressful events to find some 
benefit or positive aspect of that experience, which contributes to their mental and physical health recovery (e.g., 
Bower, Kemeny, Taylor, & Fahey, 1998).   
1.1. Problems of prior studies 
However, previous studies have two problems. First, because most studies have focused on only a part of 
meaning making, its specific cognitive processes have not been clarified (Park, 2010). Second, meaning making 
does not necessarily lead to a positive interpretation or the perception of growth:  for example, a long search for 
meaning may lead to increased distress and negative affect (e.g., Kernan & Lepore, 2009; Wu, Bonanno, 
Duhamel, Redd, Rini, & Austin et al, 2008), and even when people find some kind of meaning, it can result in 
further maladaptive physical and mental symptoms (Joseph & Linley, 2005; Park, 2010). But the factors 
associated with these negative meaning making experiences have not been sufficiently examined.  
1.2. Rumination 
So how do people overcome stressful experiences? Furthermore, what factors are associated with adaptive (or 
maladaptive) meaning making? Examining the process of rumination may help clarify these problems. 
Rumination refers to several varieties of recurrent event-related thinking, and many researchers have found that 
rumination may influence meaning making. People who have experienced a major crisis tend to think frequently 
about a variety of aspects of the stressful event and surrounding circumstances in attempt to understand, resolve, 
and make sense out of what happened (e.g., Calhoun, Cann, Tedeschi, & McMillan, 2000; Greenberg, 1995). 
However, the detailed mechanism for the meaning making process and how it involves rumination are yet to be 
clarified. Research that illuminates this mechanism would help elaborate the meaning making process. 
1.3. Subjective evaluation, self-focused attention, and executive function  
In the present study, we focused on three factors that can influence the cognitive processing surrounding 
rumination. First, we surmised that people’s subjective evaluations of a stressful situation would influence their 
meaning making. As such, we examined three variables―“evaluation of event threat,” “possibility of preventing 
the event,” “probability of the event occurring”― are considered to reflect subjective evaluation. In particular, 
we hypothesized that evaluation of event threat would especially promote meaning making, because previous 
reports have suggested that people who face a stressful event tend to evaluate the level of threat it presents, 
furthermore, this evaluation is important for making meaning of that experience later on, as it allows people 
better adjust to the consequences and understand that experience as a whole (e.g., Joseph & Linley, 2005; Park & 
Folkman, 1997). Moreover, Taku (2010) proposed that “posttraumatic growth” requires an event shocking 
enough that it shakes an individual’s most essential assumptions about the world―his or her basic beliefs, goals, 
and values about the world and his or her self. In other words, it is assumed that the evaluation of event threat not 
only influences meaning making but also induces positive psychological changes such as posttraumatic growth.  
Second, we surmised that self-focused attention would influence rumination. Researchers have suggested that 
self-focused attention or repetitive thoughts about the self are associated with distress and depression. However, 
researchers have distinguished between two qualities of self-focused attention―self-rumination and self-
reflection―that   have differing effects (Trapnell & Campbell, 1999). Self-rumination refers to negative, chronic, 
and persistent self-focus, and is related to neuroticism and depression. In contrast, self-reflection refers to active 
pursuit self-knowledge and understanding, and is related to enhancement mental health and making sense. Thus, 
we hypothesized that self-rumination has a maladaptive effect on the meaning making process, while self-
reflection has an adaptive effect.  
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Finally, executive function, or the ability to regulate one’s thoughts and behavior, may influence self-focused 
attention and rumination. People who have low executive function may ruminate more about the self and the 
stressful event, persistently examining the negative aspects of the situation and being unable to disengage from 
that line of thinking or pay attention to other aspects of the problem.  
1.4. The purpose of this study 
The present study examined the psychological factors that influence rumination and meaning making about 
stressful events using six hypothetical scenarios of various stressful events with specific contexts. We used 
hypothetical in order to control the contents of the stressful events.  
2. Methods 
2.1. Participants and procedure 
Seven hundred and eighty undergraduates (404 men, 351women, 25 unknown; age M = 20.24, SD = 1.16) 
completed a questionnaire with one of six hypothetical scenarios. Then, they completed the required personality 
scales.  
2.2. Hypotheses scenarios 
Using the five categories of stressful events suggested by Taku, Calhoun, Tedeschi, Gil-Rivas, Kilmer, & Cann 
(2007) ―“self,” “family,” “school,” “relationship,” and “bereavement”―we created 10 hypothetical scenarios 
depicting various stressful events in specific contexts. Then, we conducted a preliminary investigation and chose 
six scenarios according to the results of this investigation. In detail, we chose scenarios in consideration for 
balance the five categories and the scoring average of evaluation of event threat and motivation to make meaning 
of each scenario in this investigation.  
2.3. Participants and procedure 
Rumination and meaning making and subjective evaluation 
First, we asked whether participants had ever actually experienced the hypothetical scenario that they were 
given. Only participants who answered “no” were asked to respond to the following items: (1) possibility of 
preventing the event (“If you experienced this event, how preventable would you feel it to be?”); (2) probability 
of the event occurring (“How often do you think that this event will actually occur?”); (3) evaluation of event 
threat (“If you experienced this event, how threatening would you find it?”); (4) rumination frequency (“If you 
experienced this event, how often do you think that you would remember it repeatedly?”); (5) meaning making 
(“If you experienced this event, would you think that it has some kind of “meaning?”). In this research, “meaning” 
defined as interpretation and understanding about the stressful event of yourself.  Evaluation of event threat was 
rated on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 100 (extremely), and all other items on 5-point scales, excluding meaning 
making, which was rated on a 2-point scale (“Yes, I would be able to find meaning.” or “No, I would not be able 
to find meaning.”).   
Self-rumination and self-reflection 
Participants completed the Rumination-Reflection Questionnaire–Japanese version (RRQ; Takano & Tanno, 
2008), which is a questionnaire for assessing the tendency towards adaptive or maladaptive self-focused attention. 
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It contains two subscales―self-reflection and self-rumination―each consisting of 12 items. Participants rated all 
items on 5-point scales from 1(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
Executive function 
Participants completed the Effortful Control Scale-Japanese version (EC; Yamagata, Takahashi, Shigemasu, 
Ono, & Kijima, 2005). Their scores on this scale were used as an indicator of executive function. The scale 
consists of 35 items, each rated on a 4-point scales from 1 (does not apply) to 4 (applies). 
3. Results 
3.1. Correlation analysis 
Table 1 presents the results of a correlation analysis. As shown in Table 1, rumination frequency was 
significantly and positively associated with possibility of preventing the event, evaluation of event threat, and 
self-rumination (r = .10, p < .01; r = .42, p < .01; r = .27, p < .01, respectively). Moreover, rumination frequency 
and executive function were significantly and negatively related (r = -.15, p < .01). Furthermore, we found that 
meaning making was significantly and positively correlated with probability of the event occurring and self-
reflection (r = .10, p < .01; r = .19, p < .01, respectively). Furthermore, meaning making and evaluation of event 
threat were significantly and negatively related (r = -.15, p < .01). 
Table 1. Means and deviations for variables and correlations between all variables.  
**p < . 01. *p < .05. †p < .10.  
3.2. Relationship among all of the variables 
We examined our hypothesized model using Amos software to conduct structural equation modeling. The chi-
square fit index value was statistically significant (χ2(56) = 151.36, p < .00), which possibly suggests that the 
 Measure M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 possibility  of preventing 2.61  1.18 㸫       
2 Probability of occurring 3.32  1.18 .03 㸫      
3 evaluation  of threat 68.58 24.14 .13** .07
† 㸫     
4 Rumination frequency 4.18  0.85 .10** .04  .42** 㸫    
5 meaning  making 0.65  0.48 .04  .10*  -.15** .03 㸫   
6 self-rumination 3.49  0.65 .04  .10*   .13** .27** .06 㸫  
7 self -reflection 3.27  0.66 .01  .11** -.03 .01 .19** .36** 㸫 
8 executive function 2.49  0.37 .02 .02  -.13** -.15** .03 -.27** .15** 
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model is a poor fit to the data; however, the RMSEA (root-mean-square error of approximation) was 0.04, the 
GFI  (goodness of fit index) and AGFI  (adjusted GFI) were greater than .95, and the CFI (comparative fit index) 
was .88. These values indicated that the model was a good fit. This model is illustrated in Figure 1.   
There was a positive significant path from executive function to self-reflection (β =.11, p < .01) but a negative 
significant path from executive function to self-rumination (β = -.27, p < .01). Furthermore, there was a positive 
significant path from self-rumination, but a not from self-reflection, to rumination frequency (β =.21, p < .01). 
Although there was a direct negative path from evaluation of event threat to meaning making (β =-.19, p < .01), 
rumination appeared to mediate relationship, being directly and positively affected by evaluation of event threat 
(β =.39, p < .01), which in turn appeared to promote (β =.09, p < .05). 
4. Discussion 
This result indicated that evaluation of event threat does not directly predict meaning making―rather, high 
evaluation of event threat leads to greater rumination about the event (e.g., “Why did this event happen?”), and as 
a result, meaning making may be promoted. The fact that threat evaluation is predictive factor to rumination 
rather than meaning making is appropriate. This is because stressful events that are evaluated as high in threat 
would be more shatter people’s assumptions about the world (e.g., Nightingale, Sher, & Hansen, 2010), and it is 
more difficult to cope with such situations. However, people nevertheless attempt to understand or interpret their 
experience by ruminating about it. It is assumed that this cognitive processing helps people assimilate the 
situation to their beliefs and worldviews or change their views to better accommodate the negative event (e.g., 
Park, 2010; Park & Folkman, 1997). Furthermore, although both self-rumination and self-reflection are forms of 
self-focused attention, rumination frequency was significantly associated with only self-rumination; furthermore, 
we observed that only self-reflection had a significant correlation with the meaning making. Consequently, in the 
future, researchers should focus on the quality and context of rumination as well as its frequency when examining 
meaning making.    
However, because this study employed a cross-sectional design, we have merely provided initial results on the 
relationships between these variables. Therefore, we should conduct a longitudinal study to further extend the 
results of this study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Path analysis of effect from subjective evaluation and personality to rumination and meaning making.
Note.  Numbers represent standardized loadings from structural equation modeling,  the straight lines represent significant positive paths, long dashed
lines represent significant negative paths, and short dashed lines represent non-significant paths, ᵈᵈ p <.01, ᵈ p <.05.
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